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Writing a critique.

Why are you asked to do this?
It is a way of evaluating your understanding of the discipline you are studying.  It is also a way of exposing you to the language of your discipline and the current topics which are significant or controversial.  For example, at the moment there would be many articles being written about politics in Australia because a federal election will be held this year. 
What do you need to do?

Sometimes you are asked to read many articles or books and compare them (look for similarities) and contrast them (look for differences) and evaluate the arguments which are being presented.  If you are writing a thesis part of your reason for doing this is to identify where there are gaps in knowledge or theory which your work will fill.  In other words you are identifying a space where you intend to make a contribution.

The process of writing a critique falls usually into two parts- a summary of what is being said and an evaluation of the quality of the argument.  

What kinds of critiques are there?

If you are planning to see a movie, you may read a film review in the paper or on the net.  Similarly if you are looking for a novel to read, you might read a book review.  Musical performances, theatre, art shows and exhibitions are all reviewed in the newspapers.  The purpose is similar to yours but less formal in style.  Basically the reviewer or critic is summarising the plot (if it’s a book or a film) and judging against criteria like the acting, the story line, the special effects, the skill of the director.  When you have finished reading it you should have a pretty clear idea of whether the critic thought it was worth seeing or reading and why.

How should you go about writing a critique?

1.Choose a journal article which meant something to you or had some effect-perhaps it really made you think, or introduced a new way of looking at something.  If you are engaged with the material it will be easier to think of points you want to make.  You may have chosen a theoretical paper, one that is about ideas or you may have chosen one which provides lots of content (data).  In this context it does not matter which.

2.Read it carefully with highlighter or pencil in hand and ask yourself questions as you read.

For example, what is the writer’s main point?  Is the evidence relevant?  Is the argument convincing?  Do you agree or disagree?  Are there some things you are left wondering about? (these are the standard who, what, why, where, how type questions)

3.Try summarising the article in one sentence out loud.  Write down the main idea in one sentence.  If you can do this you have understood what the writer is on about and you are ready for the next stage.

4.List the main point and the supporting points.

5.Under or next to each one, write a key word or phrase which represents the evidence.

6.Now you have the skeleton of your summary done.  The next section is your evaluation and again you are asking questions of the text.

For example, how is it written?  Is it well written? Easy to understand?  logical and coherent?  Appropriate for the audience to whom it is directed?

7.Is it persuasive?  Has the writer done a good job of presenting a logical argument which you as the reader could follow?  Are there any weaknesses or gaps where the writer failed to persuade you?

8. This journal  article does not stand alone.  It is part of a huge body of writing about your subject and probably has a particular focus.  It may be explaining how competitive advantage is manifested or why small businesses operate differently from large ones.  The important thing is to read it and review it in the light of the context in which it sits.  For example, if I asked you to review the new dinosaur film you would have to know that there had been a previous dinosaur film because that is relevant to your understanding of the current film.  Or if I wanted to know the best Vietnamese restaurant in town I would ask someone who ate out a lot and knew something about Asian food, particularly Vietnamese.  I would look for someone who could put the restaurant into a context for me.  This is what you must do with your article.  Where does it sit in relation to the big or important or significant issues that are discussed in your discipline?  Does it support or argue for a position which is commonly held or does it take a divergent or slightly different view of things?  It is rare that someone discovers something completely new.  Most academic work is built on the work of others and then modified, taken in new directions, or looked at in an innovative way.  Your review must place the article within the framework of your discipline. 

 Think of it this way.  If you were going to buy a car your decision would be based on some research.  If you had $3000 to spend you would check out what sort of cars were available in that price range.  You would look at models, makes, age, features, availability of spare parts and of course your own taste. When you examined a vehicle you would be mentally putting it in the context of other cars for sale at a similar price.  That way your decision would be based on an understanding of the background against which to judge a car that you are looking at.  In a similar way, you need to place the journal article you are critiquing in the context of literature.

9.At this point there may be some other criteria you would like to use to evaluate the article.  For example, the article may be well written and well argued but does it have any practical value for a manager?  Does it actually provide a guideline for action?  Does it deepen or broaden your understanding of particular issues or situations?  Using the car analogy again, if the price was right and the model suited you and it was the right size but it didn’t actually go, then despite all the positive features, you would not buy it or recommend that your friends bought it.

10.You may have other criteria that you want to use.  Perhaps you would want to examine the ethical values of a particular management practice or consider whether the journal article is presenting ideas which could be applied in a developing country or in a small, family run business.  You have the freedom to do this.  But you should make it quite clear what criteria you are using.

To recap, writing a journal review or critique, is an exercise designed to deepen your understanding of the subject and to develop your skills.  You need to understand what you read so that you can summarise it and then evaluate it, clearly stating the criteria which you are using.  Your voice should be quite clear to the reader.  In other words the reader of your critique should be able to see that you have an opinion about the value of the article.

A Sample Journal article

Global implications of patent law variation

A patent is an exclusive right to use an invention for a certain period of time, which is given to an inventor as compensation for disclosure of an invention.  Although it would be beneficial for the world to have uniform patent laws, each country has its own laws designed to protect domestic inventions and safe guard technology.  Despite widespread variation patent laws generally fall under one of five principles;the first to file and the first to invent.  The first to file principle awards a patent to the person or institution that applies for a patent first, while the first to invent principle grants the patent to the person or institution that was the first to invent-and can prove it.  Most countries have adopted the first to file system.  However, the United States maintains a first to invent system despite obvious shortcomings.  A result of countries employing different patent law principles is inconsistency of patent ownership.
Patent ownership is not recognised globally.  On the contrary, ownership may change depending on the country.  It is not uncommon for an invention to have two patent owners-one in the United States and one in the rest of the world.  This unclear ownership often has economic consequences.  If a company is interested in using a patented invention, it may be unable to receive permission to do so from both patent owners, which in turn may prevent manufacture of a particular product.  Even if permission is received from both owners, paying royalties to both may be quite costly.  In this case, if the invention is useful enough, a company may proceed and pass on the added cost to consumers.  
International economic tension has also been increasing as a result of differing policies.  Many foreign individuals and companies believe that they are at a serious disadvantage in the United States with regard to patent ownership because of the logistical difficulties in establishing first to invent status.

Further, the failure of the United States to recognise patent ownership in other countries is in violation of the Paris Convention on Industrial Properties, which requires all member nations to treat all patents equally.

The conflict surrounding patents has prompted the World Intellectual Properties Organisation (WIPO) to lobby for universality in patent laws.  WIPO maintains that the first necessary step involves compelling the United States to re-examine its patent principle, taking into account the reality of a global economy.  This push may indeed result in more global economic cooperation.

(Source: Swales and Feak , 1994, Academic writing for graduate students. The University of  Michigan Press, Ann Arbor)

A sample summary

In his paper “Global implications of patent law variations”, Kojii Suzuke (1991) states that lack of consistency in the world’s patent laws is a serious problem.  In most of the world, patent ownership is given to the inventor who is the first to file for a patent.  However, the United States maintains a first to invent policy.  In view of this, patent ownership can change depending on the country.  Multiple patent ownership can result in economic problems: however, most striking is the international tension it causes.  The fact that the United States does not recognise patent ownership in other countries , in violation of the Paris Convention on Industrial Properties, has prompted the World Intellectual Properties Organisation (WIPO) to push the United States to review its existing patent law principles.

A sample critique

Suzuki’s short essay on patent law variation offers an interesting and knowledgeable discussion of an important topic.  The paper is, however, a little ambitious in its claims.  For example, Suzuki begins by claiming that “each country has its own laws” but then he seems to argue that it is only the United States that is different from everybody else.  Therefore, it would have been better if Suzuki had either illustrated this variation or restricted his discussion to the United States.  A second weakness, at least in my opinion, is that we are given no explanation of how and why the United States has come uniquely to adopt a first to invent system.  A sentence or two giving the historical background for this would have been helpful.  Even so, the final paragraph is an excellent summary of the current situation.

(Source:Swales and Feak, p123)
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